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Abstract:Thepresent article aims to show that etymologizingwas an integralpartof
Stoic theology.TheStoics’pantheisticandhylozoisticviewof thecosmosmade itnatural





playeda threefold function inStoicism: firstly, itwasameans tohonorGod; secondly, it
wasawayofinterpretingpoetry;andfinally,itwasalsoatoolfortransformingone’sown
existence.Consequently, thepresentarticle investigates thetheological, theallegoricaland,
lastly,theexistentialdimensionofStoicetymologizing.
Résumé : Le but de cet article est de démontrer que l’étymologie faisait intégralement
partiedelathéologiestoïcienne.Suivantleurconceptionpanthéisteethylozoisteducosmos,
les stoïciens utilisaient l’étymologie pour découvir diverses manifestations de Dieu dans












many a Stoic etymological interpretation may give the impression of being
inconsistent, irreconcilable and even irreverent, the article will argue that
through their etymologizing the Stoics did not seek to eradicate the then








include theology). In nuce, the Stoics’ account of reality is organicistic, vitalistic,
hylozoistic,andpantheistic:theworldisalivingorganismthatissteeredbyavital




manifold manifestations of one and the same Deity.1 While etymologizing
enabled, thus, the early Stoics to treat theparticular names and epithetsof the
gods as diverse expressions of one God, etymology became in this way an
encounterwithDivinity through language: the specific names of the gods and
goddesses transpired to essentially light up the divinity of God-Cosmos from
differentsides.





Stoics’ etymologizing is readas an attempt to seekGod in theaforementioned
sense.InordertobringforththefunctionsofStoicetymologizingthepaperhas
beenstructuredinthefollowingmanner:section1discussesancientopposition
toStoic hermeneutics, section2 focuses on the theological dimensionof Stoic







ceséléments,danssesforcesnaturelles”,L.BRISSON,Introduction à la philosophie du mythe. 1. Sauver 
les mythes,Paris,1996,p.69.ThesamepointismadebyGoulet,whoexplainsthatintheStoics’
“nouvelle théologie” the traditional gods are nothing but symbols or allegories of “les forces
divinesqui expriment à travers toutes choses laRaisonuniverselle”,R.GOULET, “Laméthode
allégorique chez les Stoïciens”, in G. ROMEYERDHERBEY, J.B. GOURINAT (ed.),Les Stoïciens,
2005,p.111.WhilethepresentpaperbuildsontheassumptionthatfortheStoicsalldeitiesare
merely expressions of the ultimateDivinity (referred to interchangeably asGod,Zeus, Logos,
Pneuma,Nature,etc.), suchanaccountofStoic theologyemerges inonewayoranother from
thefollowingworks:F.BUFFIÈRE,Les Mythes d’Homère et la pensée grecque,Paris,1956,p.141-146;
M.L.COLISH,The Stoic Tradition From Antiquity to the Early Middle Ages, Leiden, 1985, p. 23-27;
J.WHITMAN,Allegory. The Dynamics of an Ancient and Medieval Technique,Cambridge,1987,p.31-38;
C. BLÖNNIGEN,Der griechische Ursprung der jüdisch-hellenistischen Allegorese und ihre Rezeption in der 
alexandrischen Patristik, Frankfurt am Main, 1992, p. 22-23; K. ALGRA, “Stoic Theology”, in
B.INWOOD,The Cambridge Companion to the Stoics,Cambridge,2003,p.165-170andP.T.STRUCK,
Birth of the Symbol: Ancient Readers at the Limits of Their Texts,Princeton,2004,p.135-141.
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that is put forward here covers only some facets of this cultural phenomenon
and,consequently,doesnotpurporttobeexhaustive.
". Ancient opposition to Stoic hermeneutics  
Apart fromthenumerouscontroversiessurrounding thecredibilityofmany
testimonies, onemay level at least two fundamental objections against the first
Stoics’etymologicalanalyses:ontheonehand,thephilosophersmaybeaccused
ofofferingcontradictoryand,therefore,self-cancellingexplanations,and,onthe
other hand, the Stoics may be charged with blasphemy, since the various
etymological interpretations of the gods put forward by the philosophers
appearedtothethenmentalityasdesignedtoabolishtraditionalreligion.Letus
lookatsomeancientarticulationsofthesecriticisms.





the other, the philosopher equated the sun withDionysus, deriving the name
fromtheverb“tocomplete”(διανύσαι)andarguingthat“initsdailycoursefrom
risingtosettingthesuncompletesthecircleoftheheavens,makingthedayand
the night” (cotidiano impetu ab oriente ad occasum diem noctemque faciendo caeli conficit 













SEDLEY,The Hellenistic Philosophers. 1. Translations of the Principal Sources with Philosophical Commentary,
Cambridge, 1987, p. 158-437 and B. INWOOD, L.P. GERSON,Hellenistic Philosophy. Introductory 
Readings,Indianapolis,1997,p.103-260.
3 SVF I, 546. Several of the Stoics’ exegeses that are analyzed here can also be taken as
illustrating the philosophers’ keen interest in the genesis of conventional religion. See in this
respect M. DOMARADZKI, “From Etymology to Ethnology. On the Development of Stoic
Allegorism”,Archiwum historii filozofii i myśli społecznej56(2011),p.81-100.
4ThroughoutthepaperIcitethetextfrom:Cornuti theologiae Graece compendium,ed.C.LANG,
Leipzig,1881.
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many and not vile fiery substances” (οὐχὶ τῶν πολλῶν καὶ φαύλων οὐσιῶν τοῦ
πυρὸςὄντα),orfromthefactthatthesun“isoneandnotmany”(µόνοςἐστὶκαὶ
οὐχὶ πολλοί).5 Again, one could point out that offering several alternative
etymologiesistantamounttoofferingcontradictoryetymologies,sincenocriteria
for distinguishing between right andwrong interpretations are provided. Thus,
from a purely logical point of viewmany Stoic interpretations appear to be at
odds with one another both with respect to the identity of the referent in
questionandwithrespecttotheetymologyofitsname.
Inthelightofallthathasbeensaidsofar,itshouldcomeasnosurprisethat
the Stoics’ etymological interpretationswere frownedupon already in antiquity
and that the philosophers were often charged with presenting conflicting and




ing what a correct interpretation should look like. When commenting on
Chrysippus’accountoftheGraces,Senecadiagnosesthatthesenamesareinter-
pretedjust“asitsuitseveryone”(prout cuique visum est).6ForSeneca,Chrysippus’
etymologizingisnotonlyameaninglessandtotallyarbitrarymumbo-jumbo,but
itisalsoaclassicalstrawman.Hence,havingrefusedtoacknowledgethatitisat
all“relevant”(ad rem […] pertinere)whatnamesweregivenbyHesiodtothethree
Graces,SenecacastigatesChrysippusmercilesslyfor“fillinghiswholebookwith
suchabsurdities”(totum librum suum his ineptiis replet).7FromSeneca’spointofview,
etymologizingcanbeusedinsupportofvirtuallyanyargumentand,therefore,its
probativepowerisnil.
A very similar criticism is offered by the Middle Platonist Plutarch who,
interestingly enough, is uncompromisingly critical of etymologizing and alle-
gorizingHomerinhisHow the Young Man Should Study Poetry,butwho,neverthe-
less,doesinterpretEgyptianmythsallegoricallyinhisOn Isis and Osiris.8Thus,
Plutarchadmonishesthatoneoughtto“refrainfromthepuerility(παιδιὰν)of
Cleanthes” who evidently “resorts to a mock seriousness” (κατειρωνεύεται),
whereas he only “pretends to be interpreting” (προσποιούµενος ἐξηγεῖσθαι)
Homer.9 In a similar vein, Plutarch assesses the hermeneutical activity of
Chrysippus, who is characterized as “frequently petty” (πολλαχοῦ γλίσχρος),
since he “ingeniously but unconvincingly invents words” (εὑρησιλογῶν






9Plu.,De aud. poet.,31d-e(=SVF I,535).
10Plu.,De aud. poet.,31e(= SVFII,1062).
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then to acknowledge the validity of etymological interpretations. Hence, for




godsput forwardby thephilosophersentail a transformationof religion intoa
pantheistic physics which threatens to abrogate the official creed.12 Generally
speaking, theStoics identifyGodwith theworldandassumethat thewholeof




withGod.15 Yet, for the StoicsGod is not only identicalwith theworld. The
philosophersassertedalsothat“Godpermeatesthewholeofreality”(διὰπάσης





the basis of Stoic vitalism, since the philosophers regardGod as the ultimate
force that powers the cosmos: all life in the universe is brought about and
maintainedbytheself-determiningandself-evolvingvitalforcewhichtheStoics
refer to as the Pneuma. Thus, the philosophersmake it clear that “the whole
realityisunifiedandsustainedbythePneumawhichpervadesitall”(ἡνῶσθαιµὲν

11Thus, it is clear that thedetractorsofStoic etymologizingwouldembrace the following
diagnosis:“Danscertainscas, l’étymologien’estpasseulementmultiple,elleestcontradictoire”,
M.DIXSAUT,Platon et la question de la pensée, Paris, 2000, p. 172.While the opponents of Stoic
hermeneutics seem to have assumed that offering alternative etymologies amounts to offering
contradictory etymologies, the assumption was hardly a prevailing one: ancient advocates of
etymologywouldratherfrequentlyassumethatthemoreoptionsagivenetymologyputsforward,




rise of ancient allegoresis in general. I discuss the complex relationship between allegorical










ὑποτίθεται τὴν σύµπασαν οὐσίαν, πνεύµατός τινος διὰ πάσης αὐτῆς διήκοντος).17
TheideathatGodisthecreativepowerthatgovernsthewholeoftheworldhas
thefollowing implications: firstofall,characterizingGodasanima mundimeans
rejectingtheideathatGodisaperson;secondlyandrelatedly,suchanaccountof
GodmakesitnecessaryfortheStoicstosomehowaccountfortheexistenceof
the whole Pantheon of traditional Greek deities. The upshot is, then, that in
Stoicism all the conventional anthropomorphic gods and goddesses become
reduced tovariousmanifestationsof thedivinegenerative force that theStoics
equatewith theirGod.18 Let us quote some examples. If the Stoics in general
identifiedtheirGodwith“artfulfire”(πῦρτεχνικόν)and“breath”(πνεῦµα),19then
thisviewofGodasfierybreathappearstobepresent,forexample,inCleanthes’





Interpretations such as these exposed theStoics to the charge that thephi-
losophers’exegeticalactivitywasaimedatrescindingreligion.Thisisclearinthe
tirade that theEpicureanVelleius launchesagainst theStoics inCicero’sOn the 
Nature of the Gods.SparingnoneofthefirstStoics,Velleiusflatlyrepudiatesallof
their hermeneutical activity, pointing precisely to the unholy and ungodly
implicationsofStoicpantheism.Thus,ZenoisdisparagedforidentifyingDivinity
with“the lawofnature” (naturalem legem),24 forequatingGodwithaether,25and
for “interpreting” (interpretatur)Hesiod’s Theogony in such amanner that “the

17SVFII,473.
18AsBuffièreobserves: “Ils [scil. Les dieuxde la religionpopulaire]se dépouillent de leur
















24Cic.,De nat. d. I,36(=SVFI,162).
25Cic.,De nat. d. I,36(=SVFI,154).
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established notions of the gods are completely abolished” (tollit omnino usitatas 
perceptasque cognitiones deorum).26 Then, Cleanthes is berated for “attributing all
divinitytothestars”(divinitatem omnem tribuit astris),andforidentifyingGodwith
either“thisveryworld”(ipsum mundum),orwith“themindandspiritofuniversal
nature(totius naturae menti atque animo),or,finally,withaether.27Lastly,Chrysippus
is decried for deifying virtually everything – so excessively as to the point of
absurdity.Hence, thephilosopher is censured for, amongothers, firstlyplacing
thedivinepower“inreason”(in ratione),and“inthespiritandmindofuniversal
nature”(in universae naturae animo atque mente),then,foridentifyingGodwith“the
veryworld and theuniversal effusionof its spirit” (ipsumque mundum […] et eius 
animi fusionem universam), and,eventually, forequatingDivinitywith“fire,aether,
water, earth, air, the sun, themoon, the stars and thewholeuniverse” (universi-
tatemque rerum).28 We can see clearly that Velleius’ accusations are much more





Inwhat follows, Iwould like to show that all these gravecharges levelled
against Stoic hermeneutics result from their rather one-dimensional and
reductionist view. All these accusations lose much of their sting when the
Stoics’ exegetical efforts are placed in a broader context of their original
physics.Consequently,Ishallexaminethetheological,allegoricalandexistential
dimensions of Stoic etymologizing so as to show that the Stoics’ pantheistic
account of Divinity makes it actually quite natural for the philosophers to
etymologizeinsearchofGod.
2. The theological dimension of Stoic etymologizing   
For the Stoics, etymology is an encounterwithGod through language.Al-
thoughthephilosopherswereoftenaccusedofblasphemyandiconoclasm,they
did not want to annihilate the mythical symbols preserved in the language of
traditionalreligiousbeliefs.TheStoicstreatedvariousnamesandepithetsofthe
godsandgoddessesascluesleadingtowhattheyregardedasagenuinelysacred
reality.WhenassessingStoic etymologizing,onemust alwaysbear inmind this
strictly theological dimension of Stoic hermeneutics. As in the early Stoa

26Cic.,De nat. d. I,36(=SVFI,167).
27Cic.,De nat. d. I,37(=SVFI,530).
28Cic.,De nat. d. I,39(=SVFII,1077).
29GouletisclearlyrightinstressingthatforVelleiusthemajorflawwithStoictheologylies
















in this invocation Cleanthes suggests that the task of knowingGod is far too
complex to be handled with a single and, thereby, reductionist account of
Divinity. Still, the view of God as a φύσεως ἀρχηγός who is παγκρατής and,












is the creative force of the universe that penetrates the world under various
namesandepithetsisalsotestifiedbyAetiuswhorelatesthattheStoicsidentified
God with “artful fire” that “systematically moves on to the creation of the
universe, containingat the same timeall the seminal reasons” (ὁδῷβάδιζον ἐπὶ





found inP.A.MEIJER,Stoic Theology. Proofs for the Existence of the Cosmic God and of the Traditional 
Gods. Including a Commentary of Cleanthes’ Hymn on Zeus,Delft,2007,p.209-228.
31Diog.Laert.,VII,147. 
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force is theStoics’God,whomthephilosopherselsewherealsocharacterize as
“theSeminalReasonof theworld”(σπερµατικὸνλόγον[…]τοῦκόσµου),33one
shouldnoteherehowtheStoicscombinevitalismwithorganicism:theensouled
universe is governed by a vital force whose various rationes seminales make the
cosmos into an organic whole. Small wonder, then, that from the Stoics’
perspective, all reality can be derived from such a God. Furthermore, this
pantheism is also supportedby radical hylozoism, sincematter cannot be here
separated from life: the whole of the world is for the Stoics alive, precisely
becauseallmatterisdiffused,governedandanimatedbythefieryPneuma.
One would be gravely mistaken though, if one assumed that the Stoics’
pantheistic, vitalistic, organicistic and hylozoistic account of reality made the
philosophers embrace some sort of monotheism. Stoic pantheism does not
excludepolytheism.As amatterof fact, theStoics’ theologypresupposes the




ἄλλους θεοὺς ἅπαντας εἶναι γεγονότας καὶ φθαρησοµένους ὑπὸ πυρός).34 The
testimonyshowsthattheStoicsdidaccepttheexistenceofthetraditionalgods
and goddesses. However, the philosophers reinterpreted the conventional
polytheisminaveryoriginalway,sincetheyassumedthatthereisoneGodthat
is immortal and indestructible, whereas all other deities are merely His






identified their “artful fire” (πῦρ τεχνικόν) and their “fiery and craftsmanlikePneuma” (πνεῦµα
πυροειδὲς καὶ τεχνοειδές)withNature (φύσις). This is perfectly understandable, if one bears in
mindthatinaccordwiththeirpantheismtheStoicsalwaysidentifyGodwithNature.Cicerotoo
attributes this idea toZenowho is tohavedefinedNatureprecisely in thismanner:Zeno igitur 






welche der göttliche Stoff durchläuft, und sind damit demWechsel und zeitweisenUntergang
unterworfen”,F.WEHRLI,Zur Geschichte der allegorischen Deutung Homers im Altertum,Borna-Leipzig,
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In this context, one should therefore put it in no uncertain terms that the
imperishableandeternalZeusthatPlutarchmentionsisobviouslynottheactual
rulerofOlympus.Asalreadyexplained,God,accordingtoStoictheology,isthe
vital principle that penetrates and governs the whole of reality. Consequently,
God is for the Stoics a dynamic being and fluctuating power, whose distinct
names change as the God changes Himself. It is for this reason that the
philosophersuse interchangeablyallsuchconceptsasGod,Zeus,Logos,Pneuma,
Nature, Intellect, Fate, Providence and so on. From the perspective of Stoic
pantheisticphysics, all thesenotions refer tooneand the sameultimate reality.
Letusquotesomerelevanttestimonies.WeknowthatfromZenoonwardsthe
Stoics would identify Fate (εἱµαρµένη) with “the Logos that administers the
world” (λόγος καθ’ ὃν ὁ κόσµος διεξάγεται).36 The thought is also present in
Cleanthes, who in his hymn specifies that Zeus “directs the common Logos”
(κοινὸνλόγον)that“runsthroughallthings”(διὰπάντωνφοιτᾷ).37Withregardto
the third of the great founding fathers of the Stoa, Stobaeus relates thatwhile
Chrysippus identified Fate with “the Pneumatic Power” (δύναµιν πνευµατικήν)
that arranges everything systematically, the philosopher also equated Fate with
“theLogosof theworld” (ὁτοῦκόσµουλόγος)and“theLogosof theworldly
things that are governed by Providence” (λόγος τῶν ἐν τῷ κόσµῳ προνοίᾳ
διοικουµένων),usingwords such asLogos,Truth,Cause,Nature andNecessity
interchangeably.38 Finally, the early Stoics’ pantheistic assumption about the
fundamental interchangeability of all divine appellations is also confirmed by
DiogenesLaertios,whoreportsthephilosopherstohaveidentified“God”(θεὸν),
“Intellect”(νοῦν),“Fate”(εἱµαρµένην),and“Zeus”(∆ία)withoneanother,andto





deities’ harmonious interrelationships.God (whetherHebe calledLogos,Fate,
Intellect,PneumaorZeus) isawholethatdefinesanddeterminesall individual
aspectsofNature’sdivinity.Inotherwords,theStoics’pantheismresultsinthe
philosophers’ conviction that it is impossible toknow thewholeof creation at












will become acquaintedwith thehigherdivinityof the cosmos, for just asone
graspsthemeaningofawholesentencebyidentifyingthemeaningsofindividual
words, sodoesonegraspGod throughvarious individual gods.This intercon-
nectedness of the whole and its parts is pivotal to Stoic theology: God has
stamped His Divinity upon every individual deity, and etymology is precisely
whatmakes itpossible tograsp thisomnipresentdivinityof theworld through
studyingthenamesoftheindividualgodsandgoddesses.Inasmuchasetymology
serves here the purpose of identifying the ontological unity of all deities, it
becomes for the Stoics the very key to the sacred reality: etymologizing the
particularnamesandepithetsoftheconventionalgods(i.e.,variousrevelationsof
God) helps to light up the phenomenon of the divinity of the universe from
varioussides.
WecannowseeclearlythatthepurposeoftheearlyStoics’etymologizingis
profoundly religious: through their etymologizing thephilosophers seek to find
God,whomthey identifywith theworldandwhomthey, therefore, assume to
















everything” (πάντων ἐστὶν αἴτιος) and “everything is through him” (δι’ αὐτὸν
πάντα).42While this etymologygoesback toPlato,43Cornutus’ account testifies
that itwas embracedby someof the laterStoics too.Whendrawing aparallel
between the soul that governsmen and the soul that theworld has,Cornutus
explainsthatthesouloftheworld“sustains”(συνέχουσαν)itandiscalledZeus,








things” (αἰτία οὖσα τοῖς ζῶσι τοῦ ζῆν).44 Cornutus accounts for the accusative




of the many manifestations of God. In this particular case, the god is an
expressionoftheLife-Giving-Cause:Zeuspervadesalllifeandis,therefore,the






two gods at the same time does not have to be dismissed as inconsistent and
contradictory. From the perspective of Stoic pantheism, one interpretation of
God does not automaticallymake another one invalid.Rather than being self-
refuting,thetwointerpretationsfocusondifferentaspectsofGod’sactivity:on
the one hand the sun “rises at different times at different places” and, on the
other, it“completesthecircleof theheavens,making, thereby, thedayandthe
















46 See supra, note 2. In theCratylus (404e 1 – 406a 3), Socrates perceives the alternative
etymologiesofApolloascomplementaryratherthancontradictory.Cf.alsosupra,note11.
47Seesupra,note3.







generatesmudwhich then solidifies into earth, the third factor involved in the
generativeprocessisEros(i.e.,fire).50Hence,Zeno’scosmogonyseemstobuild




when we recall that the Stoics posited the existence of a certain “affinity”
(οἰκειότης)amongthevariousnamesandepithetsofGod:iftheStoicshailGod
asπολυώνυµος and identifyHimwith thewholeof the cosmos, then it is only
naturalforthephilosopherstoperceivetheparticularnamesandepithetsofthe
godsandgoddessesasappellationsofoneandthesameDeity.
Letus recallhere that inStoicismGod isnot aperson.God is thecreative
poweroftheuniversethatisidenticalwithNature,whereasalltheconventional
anthropomorphicgodsandgoddessesaremerelymanifestationsof thisgenera-




Cleanthes in his hymn attributed to Zeus is characteristic ofDivinity as such:
GodiscalledLogos,Pneuma,Intellect,etc.,foras“He”transforms“Himself”,
sodo“His”appellationschangeaccordingly.Inthiscontext,Aetiusreportsthat





ἀνατολῆς καὶ τοῦ ἡλίου), the name Boreas derives “from the north” (ἀπὸ τῶν
ἄρκτων)andthenameLipsderives“fromthesouth”(ἀπὸτῶννοτίων).53
Whilst the last two explanations are admittedly not particularly obvious,
overallthetestimonyclearlyshowstheStoicstohavetakentheirGod-Pneumato
be the source, cause and end of all things. The philosophers maintained that
everythingparticipatesinGod,foreverythingthatis,hasbeenandeverwillbe,
canbe found (inmoreor lessembryonic form) in thePneuma.That iswhy in









and Lips. Similarly, this God-Pneuma comprises also the four elements.54
DiogenesLaertiosmakesitclearthatalthoughtheStoicsdistinguishedbetween
thefourelements(fire/aether,air,waterandearth),theywereinclinedtoperceive
them all as revelations of one and the same force governing the world.55
Relatedly,AlexanderofAphrodisiasspecifiesthattheStoicsadoptedtheideaof
thefourelements,butthattheyletfireandaircoalesceintothePneuma.56Lastly,













therefore, conclude that while in Stoic pantheistic theology God changes
permanently and adopts various names accordingly, the various alternative
etymologiesarefortheStoicscomplementaryratherthancontradictory.TheStoics
understand their God as the omnipresent and omnipotent cosmic force that
animates and steers the ensouled world. If from a philosophical perspective the
forceisdescribedinsuchtermsasGod,Logos,orPneuma,thenfromanordinary
view the force is labelled as Zeus, Poseidon, or Hephaestus. It goes without
sayingthoughthatfortheStoicsbothterminologiesareactuallytwosidesofthe
samecoin:philosophical theoriesandfolkconceptionspointtotheimprintsof




sea (i.e. water) and Vulcan (Hephaestus) became fire (SVF I, 169), whereas Chrysippus was
supposedtohaveequatedJove(Zeus)withaether(i.e.,fire)andJuno(Hera)withthelower(layer




57De nat. d.II,66.Thiscoalescenceoffireandair isalsoreflectedinaninterpretationput
forwardbyHeraclitustheAllegorist,cf.Heraclitus,Homeric Problems,15,3(ed.D.A.RUSSELL,D.
KONSTAN, Atlanta, 2005). This generally non-Stoic author deciphers Hera’s epithet “white-
armed”(λευκώλενος)withtheaidoftheStoicdoctrineoftwofundamental“pneumaticelements”
(τῶν πνευµατικῶν στοιχείων).Hence, the epithet is read as symbolizing an interactionof aether
(Zeus), i.e., the “fiery substance” (πυρώδης οὐσία) with air (Hera), i.e., the “softer element”
(µαλακώτερονστοιχεῖον).
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philosophy andmythology. In order tomake the twodifferent descriptions of
oneandthesamerealitymeet,theStoicsavailthemselvesofallegoresis.
3. The allegorical dimension of Stoic etymologizing 
For quite a few decades now, there has been an ongoing debate as to
whether(andifso,towhatextent)Stoichermeneuticscanbecharacterizedas











role in the philosopher’s cosmogony: Χάος became the “flowing” (χέεσθαι)
water, whose condensation generated mud, which then congealed into the
Earth.TheallegoricalnatureofZeno’sinterpretationistestifiedbyyetanother




Mythe et allégorie: Les origines grecques et les contestations judéo-chrétiennes, Paris, 1976, p. 125-131;
COLISH,o.c. (n.1),p.34;R.LAMBERTON,Homer the Theologian: Neoplatonist Allegorical Reading and the 
Growth of the Epic Tradition,Berkeley,1986,p.25-26;WHITMAN,o.c. (n.1),p.31-47;BLÖNNIGEN,
o.c. (n. 1), p. 27-31; D. DAWSON,Allegorical Readers and Cultural Revision in Ancient Alexandria,
Berkeley,1992,p.32;BRISSON,o.c. (n.1),p.61-69;G.R.BOYS-STONES,“TheStoics’TwoTypes
ofAllegory”, in id. (ed.), Metaphor, Allegory and the Classical Tradition: Ancient Thought and Modern 
Revisions,Oxford,2003,p.189-216andSTRUCK,o.c. (n.1),p.111-113.







de laméthode allégorique, dans lamesure où elle suggère un symbolisme qui ne dépend pas
entièrementde l’arbitrairedu lecteur”,GOULET, o.c. (n.1),p.113-114.Although thecontext is
quitedifferent,Dixsautreachesneverthelessahighlycomparableconclusiontoo:“L’étymologie
devient alors non seulement le moyen privilégié de l’éxégèse, elle est en elle-même exégèse”,
DIXSAUT, o.c. (n. 11), p. 162. Lastly, Sedley is clearly also right when he stresses that ancient









has been taken up by Chrysippus, who is reported to have offered a highly
comparable account of the Titans.65While already this testimony shows also
“thesecondfounderoftheStoa”tohavecombinedetymologywithallegory,66
another example of such an etymological allegorization could beChrysippus’








65SVF II, 1086.Cf.MEIJER, l.c. (n. 30),p. 103 (n. 549). Ifwe compare the interpretation
attributed toZeno(SVF I,100)with theoneascribedtoChrysippus (SVF II,1086), thenthe
followingpicturewillemerge.Firstofall,bothtestimoniesinterpretKoios asa“quality”(ποιότης),
although only the former justifies this reading etymologically, hypothesizing about the Eolian
changeof̟ intoκ. Secondly, the testimonies complementeachother in their interpretationof
Kreios:whilsttheformeridentifiestheTitanwith“thecommandingandcontrollingprinciple”(τὸ
βασιλικὸν καὶ ἡγεµονικόν) and the latter equates him with “judgment” (κρίσις), the seeming
difference is easy to reconcile if one bears in mind that the governing part of our soul is





light things,when set free, naturally “fall upwards” (πίπτειν ἄνω),while the latter identifies the
Titanwith“themovement”(κίνησις)oftheHeaventhatis“Evermoving”(ἀεικίνητός),justifying
thisreadingetymologicallybyreferencetotheverbsἵεσθαιandπέτεσθαι.Admittedly,thebiggest
difference between the two testimonies consists in that Chrysippus is also reported to have
allowed for an alternative interpretation of Iapetos as “themovement of reasoning” (λογισµοῦ
κίνησις),onthegroundsthattheTitan“investigatesandexamineseverything”(πάνταἀνερευνᾶν
καὶ ζητεῖν περὶ πάντων).The interpretationsof theTitansoffered byZeno andChrysippus are
alludedtoinCornutus(30,8-18).
66 Chrysippus’ allegorical interpretation of the votive image ofHera fellating Zeus would
clearly be the most obvious example of the philosopher’s allegoresis (SVF II, 1071-1074).
However, the exegesis does not immediately involve etymology and is, therefore, outside the
scopeofthepresentpaper.
67SVFII,1087.WhileparallelaccountsarealsogivenbyCornutus(6,20-7,5)andCicero
(De nat. d. II, 64), the allegorical nature of this interpretation is most clearly evidenced by
HeraclitustheAllegorist.Heraclitus interpretsHomer’snarrativeaboutHera’soath(Il.XV,36-
37) and the world’s partitioning (Il. XV, 190-193) in such a manner that “the whole story
becomesanallegory (ἠλληγόρηται)of theoriginalfourelements” (41,5).Asfarasourpresent
considerationsareconcerned, theAllegorist’smost importantpoint is thatKronos is identified
(41,6)with“time”(χρόνος),andcharacterizedas“thefatherofallthings”(πατὴρδὲτῶνὅλων)
and“therootof thefourelements” (ῥίζατῶντεττάρωνστοιχείων),whereasRhea is interpreted
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example is the philosopher’s reading of Atlas. Cleanthes is reported to have
suggestedthattheepithetofAtlas69beemendedfromὀλοόφρων(i.e.“baleful”,
“malevolent”) toὁλοόφρων (i.e., “omniscient”,“heedfulofeverything”) so that
Atlas could stand for “indefatigable and untiring providence” (ἀκάµατον καὶ
ἀκοπίατονπρόνοιαν).70WhileCleanthes’equationofAtlaswithProvidenceisalso
a good example of allegorization, the Stoic nature of this interpretation is
confirmedbyCornutus.71
AlltheaforementionedcasesofStoicallegorizationbuildontheassumption
that the Pantheon of the Greek gods is actually a self-externalization of one
pantheistic God (Pneuma, Logos, Nature etc.). They reveal that the Stoics
assumed thevery ideaofGod to require recourse to allegory.Suffice it to cite
here Cleanthes’ famous assertion that poetry “in the highest degree possible
approaches the truth about contemplating the gods” (ὡςµάλισταπροσικνεῖσθαι
πρὸςτὴνἀλήθειαντῆςτῶνθείωνθεωρίας).72Cleanthes’diagnosiscanbetakenas
representativeoftheStoicattitudetopoetryingeneral:forallearlyStoics,God
comes most fully to expression in poetry. That is also why the philosophers
interpret the particular excerpts from poems as clues pointing to the various
revelations of God. When doing so, the Stoics translate the conventional
mythology of the poets into terms acceptable from the point of view of their
pantheistictheology,sothatthegodsofHomerandHesiodbecomesymbolsof
the various aspects of the ultimate reality (i.e., the all-embracing God of the
philosophers).
Atthispoint,itneedstobestressedthoughthatwhiletheStoicsdocombine
etymologywithallegory, there isnoapologeticdimension in theirexegeses: the
Stoicsneverallegorizewithaviewtodefendingthepoet(s).Thisisduetotheir
















assume that there are limits to how a poet (even one as great as Homer or




Wemay, therefore, say that the Stoics want to understand the poem, not the
poet. While this understanding of poetry consists in translating it into Stoic
pantheisticphilosophy,itveryoftenentailssomeallegorization.
In the context of Stoic theology, one should, therefore, emphasize that the
philosophers’belief thatGodismostclearlydisplayedinpoetryandmythology
hasseveralimportantramifications.Firstofall,theStoicsdonotinterpretpoetry
andmythology as ends in themselves, but rather asmeans to grasp the higher
ontologicalunityofdeities.Thephilosophersabstractfromtheintentionsofthe
author: the names and epithets of the gods and goddesses are symbols of a
deeperreality,buttheseexpressionsofGodareneverexpressionsofanindivid-
ualpoet.The intentionsofHomer,Hesiodoranyotherauthorarecompletely
irrelevant, since their subjectivity remains totally impenetrable. If, however,
mythologyandpoetryareregardedasexpressionsofGod,thentheseexpressions
(merely transmittedby thepoet)maybe takenasobjective.Thus, theprincipal
raison d’être of poetry is that it provides access toGod and not some aesthetic
thrill. Furthermore, the Stoic idea of extracting Divinity from poetry and
mythology presupposes that God can be understood objectively through and
owingtoHismanifestationsinlanguage.73
Language is, therefore, seen as a set of expressions ofGod andnot of the
poets (i.e., their thoughts, feelings, values etc.).Hence, it is also clearwhy the
Stoicsresorttoetymology:allBeing(Godincluded)ismediatedinlanguageand
for that reason it is accessible only through language. With that, the Stoics
introduce intoour culture theview that language is the reservoir of a society’s
culturalexperiencesandthatinvestigatingitbecomestantamounttoinvestigating
thesociety’sconceptionoftheworld.Inotherwords,theStoicssawthatwhile
languagepreservesaparticularvisionof reality,man ishardlyawareof thefact
thatsuchfacetsofhisexistenceas,say,hisworshipping,areencodedinlanguage.
Consequently, for the Stoics it is not only the ultimate reality ofGod-Pneuma





Celsum (I,24)make itclear that theStoicsassumedwordstomimictheworld.Asthephiloso-
phers posited the existence of a natural bond between names and their referents (resulting
preciselyfromthefact thateverywordreproducesreality), theybelievedalsothenamesofthe




that isaccessible through language: all realityandallbeingcanonlybegrasped
throughwords.Iflanguageisthemostfundamentalmediumforthetransmission
of the divine, then it has to be stressed that reaching this hidden and sacred
aspectof reality requires transcending the literal dimensionof language.Aswe
haveseen,thistranscendingconsistsinallegorizing.
Wheredoesthatleaveus,then,withregardtotheaccusationsthatwereraised
against theStoicsby suchdetractorsasVelleius?Contrary towhat thesecritics
purport,theStoicsdonotcallforsomesortofreligiouspurge,asaconsequence
of which all the conventional deities become abolished and all the traditional
formsofcultaredeclareduseless.TheStoicsdonotoptforsuchademystifica-
tion of religion that results in its reduction to plain superstition. Rather, the
philosophers believe that investigating the particular names of the gods and
goddesses delivered by tradition is crucial, since all these names light up the
divinityoftheuniversefromvarioussides.Iftheparticularappellationsofdiverse
deities arebut revelationsofonepantheisticGod, thendiscovering thehidden
symbolicrealitythatunderliesmythologyisnottantamounttodiscardingreligion.
ThatiswhyithasbeenstressedattheoutsetthattheStoicsreinterpretreligion,not
demolish it. Obviously, the philosophers sometimes undermine traditional
religion,butwhendoing so, they seek to lay the foundations for adeeper and
moreauthenticreligiousness.Withthat,wecometooneofthemostoriginaland
astoundingaspectsofStoicetymologizing:asstudyingthenamesofthegodsis
for the philosophers identical with discovering God, etymology becomes for
themthetoolfortransformingourexistence.






God nor listen to it” (οὔτ’ ἐσορῶσι θεοῦ κοινὸν νόµον οὔτε κλύουσιν).74 This
exhortationtoseektheUniversalLawofGodshowsthatfortheStoicsthestudy
ofetymologyhasprimarilyethicalvalues:itservesthepurposeofknowingGod






It has been proved beyond any doubt that Cleanthes’ hymn is profoundly
indebtedtoHeraclitusofEphesus(asisStoicphilosophyingeneral).75Asfaras
ourconsiderationsareconcerned,thefollowingthreepointsmadebyHeraclitus
are absolutely crucial for understanding the existential dimension of Stoic
etymologizing.Firstofall,whileHeraclituspointedto“thejudgment(γνώµην),by
which all things are steered through all”,76 Cleanthes spoke of “the judgment
(γνώµης) by which Zeus steers all things with justice”.77 Secondly, Heraclitus
insistedontheexistenceof“OneDivineLaw”thatnourishesallhumanlaws,78
whereasCleanthes, aswe have just seen, censured thosewho fail to seek “the








Logos or Zeus, it governs not only thewhole world but also every individual
man.Consequently, and this is themost important affinity betweenHeraclitus
and Cleanthes, both thinkers draw significant moral consequences from the
necessity to recognize and follow the common Logos/Nomos.84 Thus, whilst
Heraclitus stresses themoral obligation to follow “the common Logos”,85 the








77SVFI,537(line35).Cf.G.S.KIRK,J.E.RAVEN,M.SCHOFIELD,The Presocratic Philosophers. 






















ontology ismost clearly visible in the Stoics’ specification that the “objective”
(τέλος)ofhumanexistenceis:“toliveconsistentlywithnature(τὸἀκολούθωςτῇ
φύσει ζῆν), i.e., in conformity with one’s own nature and that of the whole
universe, doing nothing that is prohibited by the Common Law (ὁ νόµος ὁ
κοινός), which is identical which the All-Pervading and Right Logos (ὁ ὀρθὸς
λόγος,διὰπάντωνἐρχόµενος),whichisthesameasZeus(ὁαὐτὸςὢντῷ∆ιί)”.88
AccordingtotheStoics,then,participationintheLogosisthemostprecious
gift thatGodhasbestoweduponmen. It is at the same time ablessing and a
calling. Men return the blessing and fulfill their calling by recognizing God’s
omnipresence in the surrounding universe. The recognition takes place in and
through language: etymologizing the names and epithets of the particular gods
andgoddessesleadsmentoacknowledgetheexistenceofonepantheisticGod.
Thus,etymologyreceivesitsreligiousjustificationinStoicism:itbecomesatool
for honouring God, since it makes men aware that diverse deities are but
revelationsofoneultimateDivinity.Aswehaveseen,Stoicphysicsbuildsonthe
ideaofdivineandamorphousmatterthatispenetrated,animatedandsteeredby
the fieryPneuma,While the term“Pneuma” is usedhere interchangeablywith
such terms as “God” or “Logos”, the Stoics identify their Pneuma with the
WorldSoul.Thephilosophersmake it clear that“lifeandsoularenothingbut





















but to be lived in.Hence, etymology becomes in Stoicism a tool for not only




which, as he puts it, provides ludicrous and absurd details on the gods’
“outward appearances” (formae), their “age, clothes and equipment” (aetates et 
vestitus ornatusque), their “descents,marriages, relationships” (genera […] coniugia 
cognationes), their “agitatedminds” (perturbatis animis), their “passions, sorrows,
angers” (cupiditates aegritudines iracundias), their “wars and battles” (bellis proeliis-
que), and – in a word – on “everything that was projected [on them] in the
likeness of human weakness” (omniaque traducta ad similitudinem inbecillitatis 
humanae).90While in thispassage,CicerohasBalbusdiagnosethatreligionhas
degenerated into crude and naïve anthropomorphism, we find the same
assessmentofreligion’sconditioninChrysippus,whodeploresthat“thegods
are spoken and written of childishly (παιδαριωδῶς) and portrayed anthropo-
morphically(ἀνθρωποειδεῖςὃντρόπον)”.91
Thesediagnoses show that the Stoicsweredeeplydissatisfiedwith conven-
tionalmythologyandreligion,whichintheireyesamountedtoshallowsupersti-
tion and spiritless ritualism.Yet, the deplorable state of the existing system of
beliefsdidnotprompt thephilosophers toembraceatheism.The task that the
Stoics undertook was not only to pinpoint the deficiencies of traditional
mythology and religion,but also to rectify them.This rectification consisted in
suchareinterpretationof thePantheonof theGreekgods thatall thesedeities
transpiredtobeself-externalizationsofonepantheisticGod.Apartfromallthe
afore-cited testimonies, we find this idea also in the De natura deorum: when
rejectingthetraditionalmyths,BalbusrecognizesaGodthat“permeatesnature”
(deus pertinens per naturam)andillustratestheideawith“Cerespervadingtheearth”
(per terras Ceres), “Neptunepervading the sea” (per maria Neptunus), and soon.92
Balbus’ testimony nicely accords with all the other sources that have been
discussedabove:manissurroundedbydiversemanifestationsoftheWorldSoul,
thedistinctnamesof the anthropomorphic gods andgoddesses aremerely the








doomed to naïve and immoral anthropomorphism. On the other hand,
studying meticulously the customarily religious nomenclature leads to a
genuinelysacredreality.Thatiswhystudyingthetraditionalnamesofalldeities
is for the Stoics not pointless but pious. Etymology is what transforms
mythology and religion from shallow literalism to a profound religious
experience. As a matter of fact, the Stoics suggest that to refrain from
transcendingthemanifestandsuperficialdimensionofconventionalreligionis
tantamounttofailingasaworshipperand,thus,becomingguiltyofblasphemy.
That is why Balbus so forcefully contrasts superstitio with religio,93 whereas
Cornutus with equal vehemence differentiates between “piety” (τὸ εὐσεβεῖν)
and“superstition” (τὸδεισιδαιµονεῖν).94EvenPlutarchwho, aswehave seen,




For Balbus, Cornutus and Plutarch, as for the early Stoics, an appropriate
etymologicaland/orallegoricalinterpretationmakesitpossibletoliberatereligion





of implementing what one has apprehended: etymology provides us with the
possibilityofknowingGod,applyingthisknowledgeand,thereby,changingour
lives. Needless to say such a noble life and such genuine religiousness are
availableonlyforaStoicsage.
Conclusions   
Let us recapitulate. Etymology is an integral part of Stoic theology, since
etymologizing the names of the conventional gods becomes for the philoso-
phers an encounter with God through language. The Stoics’ pantheistic,
hylozoistic, vitalistic andorganicistic viewof the cosmosmakes it natural for
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acreativeforcethatpermeatestheuniverseandassumesdistinctappellationsin





festations prompts the philosophers to implicitly differentiate between two
waysofdescribingDivinity.ThephilosophicalunderstandingofGodmakesuse
of such abstract terms as Logos, Pneuma, Providence, etc., whereas the folk
conception of Divinity resorts to such contingent names as Zeus, Hera,
Hephaestus, and soon. Importantly, fromaStoic perspective both terminol-
ogiesturnouttobetwosidesofthesamecoin.Thus,thephilosophersdonot
discardconventionalmythology.Neitherdotheyoptforabrogatingtraditional
religion (although their characterizing God as anima mundi is evidently
tantamount to denying the personality of God). Rather, the Stoics employ
etymology to make the existing mythology and religion truly relevant and
meaningful. Their etymologizing is supposed to pave the way for genuine
religiousness and authentic piety, for inasmuch as studying the names of the
gods is identicalwithdiscoveringGod,etymologybecomes inStoicisma tool
forhonouringGodand,atthesametime,fortransformingone’sexistence.

MikolajDOMARADZKI
AdamMickiewiczUniversity
Szamarzewskiego89C
PL–60-569POZNAN
E-mail: mikdom@amu.edu.pl 

